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Overview 
This article argues that in the 21st century l ivelihoods 
will be needed fo r vastly more people, many of them in 
margina l and fragile rural envi ronments . T o enable 
more of these l ivelihoods to be susta inable requires 
outs iders to reverse much tha t is no rmal in 
profess ional i sm, bureaucracy , careers, and learning; 
to recognise that l ivelihoods are of ten complex and 
diverse; to decentral ise; to deregula te and f ree p o o r 
people f r o m hassle a n d rents; to make their rights 
m o r e secure; to provide bet ter access to services; a n d 
t h rough all these to help p o o r rural people to take the 
long view. N o r m a l prescr ip t ions are f o r changes in 
s t ruc tures , laws a n d procedures ra ther than in 
behav iour or methods . But recent experience has 
indica ted tha t when outs iders behave differently a n d 
use new par t i c ipa tory me thods , p o o r rural people 
show an unexpected creativity and capaci ty to present 
a n d analyse i n fo rma t ion , to d iagnose and to plan. 
They k n o w the complexi ty and diversity of their 
cond i t ions a n d l ivel ihoods, on which they are up- to -
da te experts . T o provide condi t ions fo r more 
sus ta inable rural l ivel ihoods fo r the 21st century , one 
f ron t i e r f o r the 1990s is me thodo log ica l R & D . This is 
to f ind bet ter ways of enabl ing profess iona ls and 
officials to change their behav iour and at t i tudes, and 
to learn f r o m and to empower rural people. 
Sustainable Livelihoods for the 21st Century 
T h e context is s ta rk . Popu la t i on pro jec t ions fo r the 
21st cen tury have risen. Over the 37 year per iod 1988 
to 2025, bo th the popu la t i ons of low income countr ies , 
a n d those of middle income countr ies , a re projected to 
rise by 80 per cent ( for these a n d o ther est imates , see 
W D R 1990: 228-9 a n d 338-9). Tak ing only the low 
income count r ies , the increase has been es t imated at 
2.3 billion, f r o m 2.9 billion to 5.2 billion. In most if not 
all of these countr ies , it seems inescapable tha t rural as 
well as u r b a n areas will have to suppor t many more 
people . 
Cons ider ing sub -Saha ran Afr ica (SSA) alone, p o p u -
la t ion is es t imated to treble in the next 40 years. In 
r o u n d f igures fo r the per iod 1988 to 2025, even if the 
cur ren t u r b a n popu la t ion of 130 million were to g row 
fivefold to 650 million by 2025, the rural popu la t ion 
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would still have to double , f r o m 330 also t o 650 mil l ion. 
In SSA, as elsewhere, the larger the n u m b e r of people 
who can f ind their living in rura l a r ea s , t he less will be 
the pressure on the towns and cities. 
At the same time, in low a n d midd le i n c o m e count r ies , 
the exploi ta t ion of rura l resources is a l r eady o f t en 
unsus ta inable , and least sus ta inab le in t h o s e regions, 
count r ies and zones with the lowest u r b a n i s a t i o n , the 
highest p o p u l a t i o n g rowth ra t e s , a n d the m o s t 
vu lnerab le rural e n v i r o n m e n t s . A n y s t ra tegy f o r 
env i ronment and deve lopmen t f o r t h e 21st cen tury 
which is concerned with p e o p l e , equ i ty a n d 
sus ta inabi l i ty has , then , to c o n f r o n t t h e ques t ion of 
how a vastly larger n u m b e r of peop le o a n gain at least 
basically decent rural l ivel ihoods in a m a n n e r which 
can be sus ta ined , many of them in e n v i r o n m e n t s which 
are fragile and marginal . 
This has two linked d imensions . S o m e cmsus ta inabi l i ty 
resul ts f r o m the greed a n d sho r t s i gh t o f t he rich a n d 
power fu l , including profess iona l s a r i d b u r e a u c r a t s . 
T h e solu t ion here is a ba t t e ry of m e a s u r e s a n d of 
coun te rva i l ing forces to change the b e h a v i o u r of the 
rich and power fu l . Some u n s u s t a i n a b i h t y also results 
f r o m the survival strategies of the p o o c . T h e so lu t ion 
here is empower ing the p o o r in a m a n n e r which 
encourages and enables t hem to t a k e t h e long view, to 
enhance and not degrade resources a r h t o resist the 
rich and power fu l . This p a p e r exp lo res s o m e ways in 
which these condi t ions can be a c h i e v e d , inc luding 
some recent deve lopmen t s in S o c t h Asia , a n d 
concludes tha t methodolog ica l R & D prov ides one 
key to change. 
The Normal as Problem 
A p r u d e n t s tar t is to examine ou r se lves , as observers 
a n d developers of ' t h e m ' , a n d s o m e of the n o r m a l 
e r ro r s associa ted with o u r p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m , b u r e a u -
cracy, (successful) careers , a n d s ty les of learn ing . 
These are usual ly r ega rded as p a r t of t h e s o l u t i o n . T h e 
a rgumen t here is tha t they a re m u c h o f t h e p r o b l e m . 
N o r m a l profess iona l i sm, m e a n i n g The concep t s , 
values, m e t h o d s and b e h a v i o u r d o m i n a n t in p r o -
fess ions , t ends to put th ings b e f o r e p e o p l e , men b e f o r e 
w o m e n , the rich be fo re the p o o r , a n d t h e u r b a n a n d 
indus t r ia l be fo re the rura l a n d agr icu loura l . It values 
a n d uses measu remen t m o r e t h a n j u d g e m e n t , a n d 
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methods which are often reductionist , simplifying the 
view of complex reality. 
Bureaucracy as normally found is hierarchical and 
tends to centralise, s tandardise and regulate. Field 
bureaucracies in the South often extract rents f rom the 
poor by exploiting rules and regulations, and 
demanding payments for services rendered or 
penalties not inflicted. Bureaucrats ' time horizons are 
usually short , bounded by targets for the financial 
year. 
Normal (successful) careers related to rural life often 
start in the periphery and then move upwards in 
hierarchies and inwards to larger and larger urban 
centres. Those who end up in powerful policy 
posi t ions tend to be ageing men whose direct personal 
experience of rural condit ions is variously non-
existent, biased, and out-of-date. 
Finally, normal learning is f rom 'above ' , f rom 
teachers, books, and urban centres of knowledge, and 
not f rom 'below' , f rom rural people, let alone in a 
shared manner with them. 
These four forms of normality interlock and reinforce 
each other . They tend to centralise, s tandardise, 
simplify, and regulate, to. seek to t ransfer s tandard 
technology f rom controlled to uncontrolled conditions, 
to have short time horizons, and to be out-of-date. 
They fit the much discredited but widely practised 
blueprint model for human development , planned 
f rom the top down. 
Most of these points are now accepted among 
enlightened development academics and practit ioners, 
but some reasons for their misfit with the condit ions 
and needs of poor people and vulnerable environments, 
and some implications of those reasons, are less fully 
appreciated. 
Complexity and Diversity Underperceived 
Complexity and diversity are dimensions of the 
livelihood strategies of many of the poor . Some do 
adopt specialised strateg ;es which rely on a single 
activity or source of suppor t , but most are versatile 
and oppor tunis t . Different members of households do 
different things at different times of the year. They 
cultivate, herd, under take casual labour , make things 
to sell, hawk and trade, hunt and gather a multiplicity 
of c o m m o n proper ty resources, and migrate for 
seasonal work. They bond their l abour , beg, bo r row 
and sometimes steal. Moreover , it is of ten by 
diversifying their livelihoods, especially in slack 
seasons [Agarwal 1989], that poor people try to do 
better, reducing risk with fallback activities. 
In agriculture, where topography is uneven and 
rainfall irregular, farming systems are made more 
stable and sustainable not by s tandardis ing through 
adopt ing uniform packages of practices generated by 
normal research, but by diversifying, compl ica t ing , 
and intensifying activities. 
Diversity and compl ica t ion t a k e m a n y f o r m s . Seeds 
are stored not of one c rop var ie ty , bu t t he several ; and 
what is planted depends on h o w each season unfo lds , 
the fo rm and fertility of each f ield a n d pa r t of a field, 
and the household ' s members" evolving needs and 
priorities. In 1991. a ra infed village in Sou th Bihar in 
India was found to be g rowing 28 variet ies of paddy 
[R. J ayaka ran pers. c o m m . ] . Mixed c ropp ing , and 
multiple canopies, in their m a n y f o r m s , spread 
product ion and reduce r isk. A h o u s e h o l d seeks to rear 
not one type of animal bu t a p o r t f o l i o of d i f ferent 
domestic livestock species. .As c o m m o n p rope r ty 
resources diminish, with a loss of divers i ty , so f a rmer s 
re-establish sources of their p r o d u c t s on their own 
land, as with planting trees f o r t imber , f ue lwood , 
fodder and other needs on pr iva te f a r m l a n d in Kenya 
[Bradley. Chavangi and Van Ge lde r 1985] a n d Nepal 
[Carter and Gi lmour 1989]. F u n h e r compl ica t ions are 
introduced through add ing t o in te rna l l inkages. 
Nutr ient flows are mult ipl ied t o p rov ide r e d u n d a n c y : 
if one source of fodder fails, o thers are there as 
fallback [Chambers 1990b]. 
Intensification is found in mic roenv i ronmen t s . These 
provide a pertinent i l lustrat ion f o r the 21st century . As 
popula t ion to land rat ios rise, so f a r m e r s intensify 
their systems. In many ways, depend ing on local 
condit ions, they variously crea te , p ro tec t a n d exploit 
microenvironments . These inc lude s t r ips and pockets 
of fertility, ponds , hedges, groves , a g r o f o r e s t r y in its 
many forms, f lood recession zones , smal l f lood plains, 
patches of irrigation, h o m e ga rdens , ter races , valley 
bo t toms , wet and dry wate rcourses , spr ings a n d zones 
of seepage. 
An example in semiarid cond i t ions is depos i t ion fields, 
found widely in India and Cen t ra l Amer ica [Wilken 
1987:70-71]'and also E th iop ia [ E C R S 1988:36-37], 
These are fo rmed of silt t r a p p e d by ba r r i e r s of large 
stones. Farmers invest their l a b o u r in bui ld ing these 
up progressively over the years . Depos i t i on fields 
harvest and concentrate soil, wa te r and nut r ien ts , and 
are of ten protected f r o m wind and sun by the gully 
walls, providing condi t ions in which h igher value 
crops (such as coffee, chat a n d p a p a y a in E th iop ia , 
and rice in India) are g r o w n t h a n in the dr ier and less 
fertile condit ions of s u r r o u n d i n g fields. 
An example more c o m m o n in s u b h u m i d condi t ions is 
aquacul ture , where a fish p o n d establ ishes many 
nutrient linkages with o ther e lements in a f a rming 
system, with fish consuming c r o p residues, an imal 
manure , and leaves and with f ish m a n u r e in tu rn 
contr ibut ing to field fertility. 
Most deposi t ion fields and fish p o n d s a l ike a re h u m a n 
made, created partly in response to popu la t ion 
pressures. By concent ra t ing resources , stabilising 
environmental conditions, and mult iplying enterprises, 
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linkages and outputs , they suppor t more substantial 
and sustainable livelihoods; and they do this not by 
simplifying and s tandardis ing as in industrial and 
green revolution agriculture, but by complicating and 
diversifying. 
The complexity and diversity of many rural 
livelihoods and of much resource-poor fa rming are, 
however, systemicallv underperceived and under-
estimated by outsider professionals. Rural develop-
ment tourism — the brief rural visit by the u rban-
based professional — gives a single snapshot view at 
one point in time (and one time of the day), and is too 
rushed to see or learn more than the obvious. Survey 
questionnaires perpetuate reductionist ignorance, 
with their categories preset and confined to what the 
compiler knew to ask about , and with their incentives 
to investigators and respondents to keep answers 
simple and short so as to finish sooner . Normal 
professionals focus on large livestock, cash crops, and 
ma jo r food crops to the neglect of multiple sources of 
subsistence. Many practices of the poor fall outside the 
normal purview of specialists, for example as Beck 
[1989] has shown, the share-rearing of livestock and 
the use of c o m m o n proper ty resources, both of which 
are widespread sources of livelihood for the poor 
across countries, regions and comments . Many of the 
activities of women are unseen by outs iders who work 
on rural development , most of whom are men. 
Microenvironments are c f ten unobserved, either 
tucked away in valle> bo t toms , Oi like homegardens 
unnoticed because they are small, untidily diverse, and 
the concern of women [Chambers 1990a]. 
Finally, there is a normal bureaucratic and professional 
preference for s tandard programmes which are the 
same everywhere. These can be described as 'Model Ts ' 
af ter Henry Ford ' s f amous remark that people could 
have their Model T Ford au tomobi le any colour they 
liked as long as it was black. Model T p rogrammes 
focus at tent ion on a single externally introduced 
element in livelihoods, at the cost of recognition of the 
many others on which people also rely. Subject to so 
many dis tor t ions of view, it is difficult fo r planners 
and policymakers to appreciate and suppor t the 
complexity and diversity of the livelihood strategies of 
many of the rural poor . 
For the Poor to Take the Long View 
A common belief is that while professionals take a 
long-term view of sustainabili ty, poo r rural people live 
' hand - to -mou th ' and take a shor t - term view. Often, 
the opposite is true. 
Many of those who take a shor t - te rm view, 
unconcerned with sustainability, are powerful outsiders 
— politicians, cont rac tors and businessmen, bureau-
crats, and economists . Politicians in democracies 
focus their foresight as far as the next election. 
Contractors and businessmen mine minerals , q u a r r y 
rocks, cut out t imber concessions, and ove rg raze 
pasture, all for immediate profi t . Bureaucra ts behind 
by targets fo r the f inancial year or the project p e r i o d , 
and subject to t ransfers at short notice, focus cm a 
fu ture of months rather than years, still less decades . 
For their par t , economists , despite the revolu t ion of 
environmental economics, still discount the f u t u r e as 
they practice conventional cost-benefit analys is . 
Fu ture historians of human folly may well look b a c k 
with wonder at the resilient inertia of d i s coun t ing in 
the late 20th century. For in an age when i h e 
environment and sustainabili ty are part of the regu la r 
rhetoric, discounting undervalues the fu tu re , c o n -
tradicting common sense and c o m m o n responsibi l i ty 
for a sustainable development for f u tu r e gene ra t ions . 
So it is outsiders — their politics, their prof i ts and tbe i r 
sometimes purbl ind professionalism — who . o n c e 
again, are much of the problem. 
In contrast , and contrary to c o m m o n p ro fess iona l 
prejudice, poor rural people of ten want t o t a k e i h e 
long view. When desperate, they do indeed have to live 
' hand- to -mou th ' . But to take a long-term view, a n d to 
invest for sustainable livelihoods, they need secure 
rights to resources, and secure access to services. 
When poor people have secure rights to resources , 
they often behave in ways which manifest a l ong v iew: 
they create, protect and develop mic roenv i ronmen t s , 
hke terraces and structures to capture and c o n c e n t r a t e 
soil, water and nutr ients ; they plant and p ro tec t t r ees 
which they will never live to harvest . In advers i ty i t is 
with formidable tenacity that they cling o n t o the i r 
land and other productive assets [Corbet t 1988; 
Agarwal 1989:51]. Where condit ions permi t , t h e 
means for sustainable livelihoods are evident ly a 
priority for them. And where communit ies have secure 
control of common resources, they of ten manage t h e m 
responsibly and equitably. It is rural people , aga in , 
who are much of the solution. 
In practice, incentives to take the long view .are 
diminished by restrictions, hassle and consequen t 
insecurity. Hassling the poor and extract ing rents a re 
widespread. An analysis [Davies, David and Leach 
1991:34-5] of six envi ronmenta l scenar ios pos i t ed 
restricted access, and fines for malpractice, as a l m o s t 
universal aspects of policy opt ions which w o u l d 
adversely affect food security. Dracon ian bu reauc ra t i c 
rules to protect the envi ronment regularly ru in it a n d 
penalise the poor by making their r ights insecure , by 
inhibiting investment, and by inducing s h o r t - t e r m 
exploitation as people take what they can whi le t h e y 
can. 
Access to services, such as health and credit , a re ouiier 
dimensions of susta inable livelihoods: hea l th t o 
maintain the ability to work , and credit fo r inves tment 
or to tide over bad times. Here rents and rudeness 
impede access. One of the findings of the U n i t e d 
: 
N a t i o n s Univers i ty p r o g r a m m e on Rapid Assessment 
Procedures for pr imary health care in some 18 countries 
was tha t ' r udenes s on the par t of government heal th 
services s taff was a de ter rent to the use of services in 
most of the commun i t i e s s tudied ' [Scr imshaw a n d 
H u r t a d o 1987:2]. O b t a i n i n g services which are meant 
to be free or easily avai lable regularly requires 
p a y m e n t of rents — whe the r the services are medical , 
legal, credit , permits , licences, passes or the like. 
Access f o r the p o o r is all t oo of ten restr ic ted, and 
insecure, risky, and costly in t ime and cash. 
Reversals as Solutions 
T h e ques t ion is how to diminish and overcome these 
misfi ts between what no rmal professionals a n d 
bu reauc ra t s perceive a n d do, and what p o o r rural 
people need fo r sus ta inable livelihoods: between t o p 
down , s t andard i sed , s implif ied, regulated, rigid a n d 
shor t - t e rm bluepr in t ing , and local-level diversified, 
compl ica t ing , unregu la ted , flexible, and long-term 
processes. 
Solut ions can be sough t t h rough reversals, t h rough 
tu rn ing the n o r m a l on its head. Professionally, this 
means pu t t ing people before things, the poor before 
the rich, a n d w o m e n a n d children before men a n d 
adul t s , with the girl child first of all. It means 
permi t t ing and p r o m o t i n g the complexity a n d 
diversity tha t p o o r people o f ten want , present ing •her." 
with a basket of choices ra the r than a package of 
practices. Bureaucra t ica l ly , it means decentral is ing 
power , des tandard is ing , and removing restrictions. In 
careers , it means no t jus t moving with p r o m o t i o n s 
inwards to larger u r b a n centres, but also moving with 
sabbat ica ls o u t w a r d s to revisit and reappraise rapidly 
changing rura l realities. In learning, it means gaining 
insight less f r o m ' o u r ' o f ten ou t -of -da te knowledge in 
b o o k s and lectures, a n d m o r e f r o m ' the i r ' knowledge 
of their l ivel ihoods a n d condi t ions which is a lways 
up- to -da te ; less f r o m rura l development tour i sm, and 
m o r e f r o m re laxed a n d par t i c ipa tory appra isa l ; and 
less f r o m ques t ionna i re surveys, measurement and 
statist ics, a n d m o r e f r o m par t ic ipatory learning 
me thods , r ank ing a n d scoring. In behaviour , it means 
the mos t i m p o r t a n t reversal of all, not s tanding , 
lectur ing a n d mot iva t ing , but sitting, listening a n d 
learning. A n d with all these reversals, the a rgument is 
not for an abso lu te o r ' s lo t - ra t t l ing ' change, f r o m one 
ex t reme to a n o t h e r ; r a the r it is tha t only with a big 
shif t of weight can an op t ima l balance be achieved. 
Such reversals may a p p e a r the fantasy wish list of an 
un recons t ruc t ed idealist . In practice, however , many 
changes in the d i rec t ion of these reversals have 
occur red a n d are ga in ing m o m e n t u m . In India , fo r 
example , decent ra l i sa t ion , des tandard isa t ion , and 
deregula t ion have been t ak ing place across a range of 
depa r tmen ta l activities. In canal irrigation, s t andard 
p r o g r a m m e s f o r all p ro jec t s h a v e g r a d u a l l y been 
s u p p l e m e n t e d by individual o p e r a t i o n a l p lans fo r each 
system. In social fo res t ry , m a n y m o r e species are n o w 
avai lab le in fores t nurser ies . p r o v i d i n g a choice t o 
f a r m e r s , t h a n five years a g o . a n d t h e r e are m o v e s t o 
r educe res t r ic t ions on harves t ing t r e e s on p r iva te land . 
In wa te r shed d e v e l o p m e n t , un ive r sa l so lu t ions 
t h r o u g h the s a m e t echno logy e v e r y w h e r e have been 
widely ques t ioned ; a n d in a g r i c u l t u r a l research , the 
concep t of t he baske t of choices r a t h e r t h a n the 
p a c k a g e of pract ices for r a i n f e d f a r m e r s is ga in ing 
g r o u n d . 
Wi th any shif t of ba lance be tween p a r a d i g m s , as with 
such reversals , t he re a re severa l d i m e n s i o n s a n d 
several levels f o r ac t ion a n d p r e s s u r e . T h e n o r m a l 
reflexes of r e fo rmer s are act ivis t , o r g a n i s a t i o n a l , legal 
a n d p rocedura l : activist r e f o r m e r s seek to mobi l ise 
p ressure g r o u p s , in this case r u r a l g r o u p s a n d 
c o m m u n i t i e s , to p ro tec t a n d d e m a n d the i r r ights t o 
resources a n d to access t o se rv ices : o rgan i sa t iona l 
r e f o r m e r s seek to c rea te n e w o r g a n i s a t i o n s o r 
d e p a r t m e n t s , o r to change the i r i n t e r n a l shape ; legal 
r e fo rmer s seek to change the l aw. as w j d i land r e fo rms ; 
a n d p r o c e d u r a l r e f o r m e r s seek t o c h a n g e the way 
th ings are d o n e within organisa t ions . . All these are 
valid, useful a n d needed . 
But all these neglect t w o aspec t s : t h e k n o w l e d g e , 
creat ivi ty a n d c o m p e t e n c e of r u r a l p e o p l e in app ra i s a l 
a n d analysis, a n d in ga in ing a n d s u s t a i n i n g their 
l ivel ihoods; and the p r imacy of o u t s i d e r s ' behav iou r 
a n d a t t i tudes in enab l ing t b a t c rea t iv i ty a n d 
compe tence to be expressed. 
The Knowledge, Creativity and Competence 
of Rural People 
T h e poten t ia l fo r reversals is i n d i c a t e d b y experiences 
in SSA a n d mos t recent ly in S o u t h A s i a ( Ind i a a n d 
Nepa l ) with the evo lu t ion of r a p i d r u r a l app ra i s a l 
( R R A ) [ K K U 1987] a n d a g r o e c c s y s t e m analysis 
[ C o n w a y 1985] i n to relaxed a n a p a r t i c i p a t o r y rura l 
app ra i s a l ( P R A ) . Th i s has s h o w n t h a t r u r a l peop le 
have capabil i t ies which few outsiders . , apa r t f r o m a 
h a n d f u l of social a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , c a n h a v e suspec ted 
[ I I E D 1988-; P R A / P A L M 1990-]. T h e s e are c a p a -
bilities f o r m a p p i n g a n d mode l l i ng [ M a s c a r e n h a s a n d 
K u m a r 1991], t ransec ts a n d o b s e r v a t i o n , r ank ing , 
scor ing, quan t i f y ing , seasonal a n a l y s i s , casua l a n d 
l inkage d i a g r a m m i n g [L igh t foo t 199?] . in terv iewing 
o the r s , analys is , a n d p l a n n i n g . A m a s s of exper ience 
ha s been ga ined , b u t d e v e l o p m e n t s h a v e been so r a p i d 
t h a t only a smal l f r ac t i on has b e e n r e p o r t e d in an 
accessible f o r m . O n e m a j o r f i n d i n g h a s been t h a t 
pa r t i c ipa to ry app ra i s a l m e t h o d s in a s h a r i n g m o d e 
presen t m o r e complex a n d d iverse i n f o r m a t i o n a n d 
insight t h a n d o t rad i t iona l ' ex t rac t ive" m e t h o d s of 
invest igat ion, a n d d o so in m u c h less t i m e . 
8 
For the expression of people's knowledge and 
creativity in these ways, condi t ions have to be 
favourable . In the past , this has been rare. Four 
condit ions are predisposing, if not essential: rappor t 
where the outs ider shows humili ty, respect and 
interest in learning f r o m rural people; restraint in not 
in ter rupt ing or over-interviewing; the use of parti-
c ipatory methods; and appropr ia te often local 
materials for mapping, modelling, ranking, scoring, 
d iagramming and analysis. 
When these condit ions have been achieved, people 
have shown themselves capable of presenting, 
checking, analysing and enhancing their knowledge in 
ways which have exceeded expectations and sometimes 
as tonished. Rura l people of ten have extensive and 
detailed knowledge. In contrast with the reductionism 
of some s tandard science, they can show a mastery of 
complex detail and an ability to identify multiple 
criteria and then to score, rank and weigh them. The 
puzzle is how we and they have failed to realise and 
express all this earlier. Part of the explanat ion may lie 
in the arcane, esoteric and inbred communica t ions of 
some anthropologis ts , who have had hints of this and 
known par ts of it but not realised or shared its 
significance and potential . In part , too , explanat ions 
can be sought in outsiders ' norma1, behav iour which is 
lecturing and not listening, confident in the superiority 
of their knowledge and technologies for transfer. 
Outs iders ' a t t i tudes and behaviour have induced rural 
people to present themselves deferentially as ignorant 
and incapable. Their supposed ignorance and 
incapabili ty have then been as ar t i fact of our self-
validating at t i tudes and behaviour. 
The Primacy of Personal Behaviour 
Regarded historically, the neglect of personal attitudes 
and behaviour has been a s tunning oversight in rural 
development practice. Training, at t i tudinal change, 
skill acquisi t ion, 'mot iva t ion ' — all these have been 
for ' t hem ' , fo r rural people, more than for 'us ' , the 
professional elites. Yet since we are so often the 
dominan t actors, our at t i tudes and behaviour are 
pr imary: what we do largely determines what a new 
organisat ional s t ructure achieves, whether and how 
laws are enforced, whether and how procedures are 
implemented, and now above all, how fully and freely 
poor people par t ic ipate in appraisal , analysis and 
act ion. This being so, it is curious tha t , outside of 
educat ion , psychologists are still such a rare 
profession in development ; and that only occasionally 
does professional t ra ining conf ron t quest ions of 
personal perceptions, orientat ion and behaviour. 
Such past neglect makes methods and behaviour even 
s tronger points of entry for change. 
One quick approach is to conf ron t professionals ' 
a t t i tudes and behaviour head-on th rough role plays, 
videos, games and mutual observat ion and checking. 
Ano the r is to teach them methods which give 
experiences which in tu rn change their percept ions 
and values. Whatever combina t ion is fol lowed, 
practical approaches and me thods include: correct ing 
behaviour such as lecturing to villagers e.g. by t app ing 
outs iders ' shoulders when they err [Anil C. Shah 
pers. comm.] ; outsiders unde r t ak ing village tasks as 
s tudents , with villagers as teachers; matr ix ranking 
and scoring in which the p rocedure forces the outs ider 
to elicit the criteria and judgement s of the villager; and 
temporary total immersion in village condi t ions , as 
stressed in t raining in India pioneered by N G O s such 
as M Y R A D A , Action Aid. and others. 
Powerful and popular as P R A methods are , they have 
spread spontaneously, and in India and Nepal have led 
to many demands f rom government organisa t ions f o r 
t raining. Obvious dangers loom — of over - rapid 
adopt ion , of the label spreading wi thout the essence, 
of discrediting and disillusion th rough misuse. O n e 
hope is that critical self-awareness, embrac ing er ror , 
and the one sentence manua l of N o r d s t r o m 'Use y o u r 
own best judgement at all t imes ' [Peters 1987:378], will 
build quality assurance and improvement into the very 
genes of PRA. It is too early to know how well this will 
work, or what is the full potent ial of these approaches 
and methods , but much experience has been posit ive. 
And beyond applicat ions of PRA itself, the spin-offs 
of a t t i tude and behavioural change should s t rengthen 
other reforms, whether s t ruc tura l , legal or p rocedura l . 
R & D for a Methodological Revolution 
In the search for professionah'sm, bureaucracy, and 
sustainable livelihoods for the 21st century, the needed 
revolution is. then, more 'ours" than ' theirs ' . It entails 
reversals in professional ism, bureaucracy , careers and 
learning. It fits and suppor t s a parad igm for fu tu re 
society and development which values the three D s — 
decentralisation, diversity, and democracy — a 
pat tern discussed and sought increasingly in the N o r t h 
as well as in the South. Potent ia l pa ths towards such 
condit ions are many. In rural development new ones 
are being opened up. T o explore them rapidly requires 
new approaches and methods and therefore R & D 
which is consciously methodological . 
Surprisingly, though, methodological R & D has been 
a Cinderella in the profess ional i sm of ru ra l 
development. To be sure, the better writ ing on 
par t ic ipat ion has been concerned with a p p r o a c h a n d 
methods [e.g. Kor ten 1981]; and there have been 
sustained sequences of innova t ion , such as the 
evolution of agroecosystem analysis at the Universi ty 
of Chiang Mai in T h a i l a n d a n d e lsewhere 
[Gypmantas imi et al 1980: Conway 1985], and the 
pioneering and inst i tut ional isat ion of R R A at the 
University of Khon Kaen . also in Tha i l and [ K K U 
1987], But general ly, research has been though t of as 
f inding ou t a b o u t things (a university activity), 
deve lopment as do ing (a government a n d N G O field 
agency activity), and R & D as developing physical o r 
biological t echnology (a l abora to ry , w o r k s h o p o r 
research s ta t ion act ivi ty) ra the r than developing the 
so f twa re technology of m e t h o d s fo r personal face- to-
face interact ions between outsiders and rural people. 
T h e p ioneers who have recently s tepped into this gap 
and begun to overcome this neglect have been N G O s . 
Given the stifl ing intellectual conservat ism in m a n y 
universit ies, a n d the stolid p rocedura l conservat ism in 
many field bureaucrac ies , the principal centres of 
innova t ion may well remain fo r the t ime being in the 
N G O sector . An example is the In te rna t iona l Ins t i tu te 
for E n v i r o n m e n t and Deve lopmen t ( I I E D ) which has 
played a m a j o r par t in developing and legi t imating 
agroecosys tem analysis, R R A and PRA. T h e I I E D is 
an inst i tut ion in the N o r t h , but increasingly, as in 
India , it will be Sou the rn N G O s that t ake the lead. T h e 
mode l of R & D tha t serves best may well itself be 
decentral ised, diverse and democra t ic , encourag ing 
m a n y f lowers to b loom. The re will then be key roles in 
assessing, record ing a n d commun ica t i ng experience, 
in exchanges of persons, between N G O s , a n d in 
t ra ining. While N o r t h e r n N G O s will have a suppor t 
role, the biggest o p p o r t u n i t y and challenge will be 
changes in the South , and especially in government 
field bureaucracies such as agriculture, forest ry , a n d 
health. 
F o r sus ta inable rura l l ivel ihoods in the 21st century , 
such par t ic ipa tory app roaches and methods , whatever 
their labels, seem essential. Faced with the enormi ty of 
the h u m a n and env i ronmenta l challenge, vision is 
vital . P R A , it has to be said again and again , is no 
panacea , and is only one label for one par t of a 
pervasive t ide of change. But, however modest ly , it 
does open up one p a t h to a be t ter life fo r p o o r ru ra l 
people , by encourag ing them to express their 
knowledge and creativity a n d to conduct their own 
analysis; by giving them the ownersh ip of m o r e of the 
p lans a n d act ion; by enhanc ing their conf idence a n d 
competence ; and t h r o u g h all these con t r ibu t ing to 
sus ta inable l ivelihoods by add ing to local complexity, 
diversity, and intensif icat ion. 
F o r enabl ing f u t u r e sus ta inable l ivelihoods, t h o u g h , 
ways of changing the a t t i tudes and behav iour of 
profess ionals a n d bu reauc ra t s remain the crux. At a 
t ime of ques t ioning profess ional values, and of 
accelerat ing persona l a n d profess ional change , 
me thodo log ica l R & D still a t t rac t s only a minuscule 
p r o p o r t i o n of deve lopment profess ionals ; bu t tha t 
itself may change, as m o r e and m o r e realise the 
po ten t ia l and exci tement of the field. Indeed, change 
may soon be so fast tha t methodological ly , the 1990s 
will be a seminal pe r iod which sets pa t t e rns fo r much 
of the 21st century. Rober t Rhoades [1990] has wri t ten 
abou t the coming revo lu t ion in r u r a l d e v e l o p m e n t 
research. But wha t is needed a n d m a y b e c o m i n g is 
m o r e than tha t : a revolu t ion no t jus t in r e s e a r c h , but in 
ways of changing profess iona l s ' p e r s o n a ] va lues a n d 
behaviour . 
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Michael Lipton 
Is deter iorat ion of the environment made worse by the 
efforts of poor people to become less poor , and by 
policies to help them do so? Or is poverty itself, partly 
by increasing people 's need for immediate income and 
hence their reluctance to ' take thought for the 
m o r r o w ' , the main cause of environmental damage? 
Many recent publications2 have addressed these 
quest ions, either in general or in part icular cases. 
However , such works draw rather little on the 
disaggregation of nutr i t ional , working, asset-owning, 
or o ther aspects of behaviour among poor people — 
between rural and urban , poor and ul t ra-poor, 
labourers and farmers , or even women and men.3 
Partly for this reason, and partly because of the 
absence of agreed categories and measurements for 
environmental quality or damage, we have not 
advanced very far towards answers to 'he above 
quest ions, nor even towards a research agenda to find 
such answers. This note is an a t tempt to help 
formula te such an agenda. 
The systematic analysis of poverty by sociologists and 
economists , the collection of reasonably reliable 
evidence, and the improvement of ways to interpret it, 
have been going on at least since the publication of the 
f a m o u s Rowntree study of York in 1899. The 
systematic analysis of environmental economics, and 
the collection of relevant evidence about the costs, 
benefi ts , and causes of different scales of environ-
menta l gain or loss, are much more recent, at least in 
the social sciences. It is worth asking whether what we 
have learned abou t the analysis of poverty — and, 
even more impor tan t , abou t the effects of a t tempts to 
reduce it — has any lessons for the way we approach 
the analysis of environmental4 sustainability. 
1 This note has bem-fited considerably from helpful comments by 
Melissa Leach. She should not be blamed for what remains. 
2 See, for example, J. Leonard, Environment and the Poor, 
Transaction Books New Brunswick, 1989; P. Dasgupta and K-G. 
Maler, 'The environment and emerging development issues', 
mimeo, WIDER. Helsinki, 1990. 
3 See M. Lipton, The Poor and the Poorest: some Interim Findings, 
Discussion Paper No. 25, World Bank, Washington, DC, 1988. 
* Of course, it is not only by destroying natural resources — through 
environmental damage — that a programme to reduce poverty (or 
to do any other desirable thing) can prove unsustainable. Free 
midday meals for all school children, designed to reduce 
malnutrition, proved unsustainable in Andhra Pradesh, India, for 
fiscal reasons. Many programmes to reduce poverty have been 
unsustainable administratively. 
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Our knowledge abou t poverty, and our ability to 
predict the success or fai lure of policies against it, has 
been increased in the past two decades in six ways. 
First , absolute poverty has been better defined, and 
separated f rom the different ( though itself impor tan t ) 
problem of inequality. For the ul t ra-poor , it is possible 
to define a level of calorie intake per day, below which 
an average person, of a given age, sex. and set of 
activities or requirements , can func t ion fully and in 
good health. In different societies and at different 
price-levels, we can then find the level of expenditure 
(or income) per person, below which a household runs 
a sharply increased risk of failing to meet that 
requirement . At a somewha t higher level of income or 
expendi ture than this 'u l t ra -pover ty line', it is of ten 
feasible to ident ify a level of income below which — 
al though calorie requirements are normally met — a 
household is moderate ly poor , in the sense ihat it is 
very unlikely to add to its h u m a n , financial or physical 
capital through net saving. 
In many countr ies and smaller regions, we can now 
measure (i) the incidence of poverty in popula t ions 
(both ul t ra-poverty and modera te poverty); (ii) the 
' intensi ty ' of poverty, i.e. the gap between the income 
of the average poor person and the min imum 
requirement to avoid poverty; and (iii) the effect, on 
the poverty of poor people, of unequal distribution 
among the poor. There are several sensible ways to ' add 
up ' these three componen t s , and hence to measure the 
severity of poverty . We can then see where, and for 
whom, poverty is most acute; we can estimate progress 
in reducing it; and we can compare the effectiveness of 
anti-povertv p rogrammes . 
This is not an empty count ing exercise. Indeed, we 
need similarly credible measurements for the extent 
(incider.ce), intensity, and distribt tion of environ-
menta l damage — and of the sustainabil i ty or 
reversibility of the outcomes. It is impor tan t , in 
assigning scarce resources to regions or p rogrammes , 
or objectives — poverty-reducing or environment-
sustaining — to be clear a b o u t where and for w h o m 
the problem is more severe, and to al locate resources 
where they are most needed, a n d / o r most 
cost-effective. 
It is also i m p o r t a n t to be able to ident ify 
characteristics of the persons at risk. This is the second 
area of ma jo r progress in poverty analysis. We know, 
t 
